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A little girl, dressed for her first day of school was running as fast as she could so as not to be late. As
she ran, she prayed, “Dear Lord, please don’t let me be late; dear Lord, please don’t let me be late!”
While she was running and praying, she tripped on a curb and fell, getting her clothes dirty and tearing
her new dress. She got up, brushed herself off and started running again. As she ran, she once again
began to pray, “Dear Lord please don’t let me be late…but please don’t shove me, either.”
I had to begin with this story because it reminded me of our work in our schools…we’re all ready to
begin a great year and then something or someone comes along to trip us up. What we know,
however, is that our good Lord is always there to pick us up and start us back on our path. In recent
times, our Lutheran schools, particularly in our cities, have been struggling mightily to stay afloat.
I believe that there is hope for our schools, but I also believe that for that hope to be realized, a change
in how we operate is required. The topic for today’s keynote is “21st Century Learning.” I’ve divided our
time into three sections: “Change”; “The Future of Learning,” and “You, The Teacher.” Those who know
me well, know that I don’t pull punches; so, I’m going to be speaking pretty frankly about the need for
new models for Lutheran schools if we are going to continue to be a force in education for the next fifty
years, as we have been for the past fifty.
Change—it runs the gamut from scary to exciting, and depending upon who you are, you either love it
or hate it. In my experience, the church and its institutions are often places where change can take a
really long time! I sometimes feel old when I watch my four‐ and five‐year‐old nephews easily using
their Moms’ iPads or iPhones. As a digital immigrant, these so‐called “digital natives” can teach me a
thing or two even at the ripe old age of five! Change is inevitable, and we have a choice: we can either
embrace the changes that are happening in education and can use them to help fulfill our vision and
mission, or we can stand by and watch as more of our schools, particularly in our cities across the
country, die a slow and painful death.
Consider the following questions:
Question One: What will the world be like twenty‐or‐so years from now when your students have left
school and are out in the world?
Question Two: What skills will your students need to be successful in the world you have imagined
twenty years from now?
What will the world be like 20 years from now? We’ve all witnessed the changes in the world. Those of
us on the upper end of adulthood remember the moon‐landing, the first computer and when
calculators were amazing. The shift from the Agrarian Age to the Industrial Age was relatively slow, but
the monumental shift from the Industrial Age to what is being called the “Knowledge Age” is happening

at an astonishing rate. It’s our job as educators to make sure that our students can function in this new
world. It’s our job as Christian teachers, side‐by‐side with parents, to make sure that our students have
values and faith to see them through to the future and to anchor them in their lives.
I collect quotations; so, please bear with me as I share this one from Richard Riley, former education
secretary under President Clinton. “We are currently preparing students for jobs that don’t yet
exist…using technologies that haven’t yet been invented…in order to solve problems we don’t even
know are problems yet.” True today as it was twenty years ago.
A few years ago, a survey was done with four hundred hiring executives of major corporations asking
whether they felt students were graduating from high school ready to work. Their answer: “not really.”
The skills that were needed, but lacking:
Oral and written communication
Critical‐thinking and problem‐solving
Professionalism and work ethic
Teamwork and collaboration
Working in diverse teams
Applying technology
Leadership and project‐management
International statistics from 2010, comparing the knowledge and skills of 15‐year‐olds, ranked the U.S.
14th out of 34 in reading, 17th in science and 25th in math. You know that this has led to all kinds of
school reforms—standard‐based learning, core curriculum, an emphasis on STEM learning (science,
technology, engineering and math)—some of them good, some not so good. Project 21, which is one of
the leaders in looking at 21st century learning, has defined what they call the “21st Century Learning
Rainbow,” listing student outcomes and the support systems necessary to bring those outcomes to
fruition.
The core of the rainbow separates the outcomes into: learning and innovation skills; life and career
skills; and information, media and technology skills.
Learning and Innovation Skills are defined as the “4C’s”—critical thinking, communication, collaboration
and creativity. It is interesting that some innovative schools have changed the “STEM” emphasis and
are calling it “STEAM”—adding the arts to the emphasis on science, technology, engineering and math
because the arts have traditionally been a place where creativity is nurtured and grows.
The next part of the arc is life and career skills, including flexibility and adaptability, initiative and self‐
direction, social and cross‐cultural interaction, productivity and accountability, leadership and
responsibility

And finally, there is information, media and technology skills, including information literacy, media
literacy, ICT literacy and application of technology. This, I’m afraid, is the area where many of our
Lutheran schools are lagging behind.
Some of the tools for fostering 21st century learning include inquiry‐based learning and design‐based
learning, both of which incorporate project‐based learning. Let me give you an example. Twenty years
ago, when I served as the principal of a Lutheran school in New York City, I taught the 8th‐grade religion
class. It was always hard to find a curriculum that was relevant to my students who were city kids and
who had experienced a lot of turmoil in their lives. When we began the semester, they were moaning
and groaning about religion being boring and about having had seven years of the same stuff; so, I
decided to scrap the regular curriculum and put learning in the hands of my students. We began by
brainstorming issues that were on their minds and narrowed the list down to five topics, with six
students joining each group. The assignment for each group was to research its topic through the eyes
of a Christian, and at the end of the semester, the group would present its findings to the entire class.
The results were amazing—among the topics were Christian responsibility for the environment, human
sexuality, and substance abuse. The kids blew me away‐‐‐they researched, did experiments, conducted
surveys, and produced a video. I facilitated their access to information and helped when needed. To
this day, it was probably the best class I have ever taught, and I believe those children learned more by
doing than by sitting and listening to me espouse the virtues of a Christian. Of course, it helped that I
was the principal and could decide to just do our thing!
21st century learning is finding a new balance between what was and what is good teaching.
I believe that our Lutheran schools are well equipped to adapt to new models of learning. One example
is to look at our combining classes as an opportunity for multi‐age learning, fostering collaboration and
project‐based learning rather than looking at this combination as a desperate measure to save money.
This, of course, means giving teachers the tools and training to initiate project‐based learning. That
includes providing standards and assessments, curriculum and instruction, professional development
and positive learning environments.
We still have schools that fail to use technology as a tool in the classroom. I had a cartoon when I first
started teaching in 1974 which showed a teacher at the front of the classroom with a cardboard box on
her head pretending that she was on TV so that the students might pay attention. Think about your
students and the access to technology that many have. What are you doing in your schools and
classrooms to use that technology in your daily teaching? I know that it’s scary to think about doing
things differently, but our vocation as Christian teachers calls us to do the best for our students. Helping
them to live in a global environment, to use technology wisely, to collaborate is all part of our calling.
This leads us to the third and final area: you, the teacher.

Close your eyes for a moment. Think of the worst teacher you ever had as a child—what were the
qualities that made her the worst? Now I want you to think about the absolute best teacher you had—
what was different? I’ll tell you about Mr. Miller, my 9th‐grade math teacher. It was a disaster because
he was a bully, and I was too scared to succeed because I feared that he might call on me. Then there
was Ms. Grant, an old‐fashioned, no‐nonsense teacher who believed that every student was capable,
who tolerated nothing but your best and who gave constant and affirming feedback when you
advanced.
Because we are Lutheran teachers, we have an advantage—we know that it is God’s will that we love
those children as His own creation and that we make sure that they reach their highest God‐given and
God‐blessed potential.
So… why have you do that little exercise? It’s my premise that we can have the best technology in the
world, the most expensive books or equipment, and state‐of‐the art facilities, but unless we have
teachers who love and care about their students, requiring excellence but willing to go the extra mile,
we have nothing.
I recently went to the retirement of one of my former teachers, Mrs. Kean. Many of the attendees were
her former students who gave testimony to the positive impact she had on their lives. Comments
included: “You held my hand when I was afraid of the lightning storm”; “You came to the funeral when
my grandmother died”; “You made me feel okay, even though I had trouble reading.” To a person,
there wasn’t a comment such as “You taught me how to add or to read.” They all had to do with
emotional and spiritual development. That’s what you have a chance to do in a Lutheran school—not
only to teach the core subjects, but to do that excellently and with a Christian heart. You get to model
our Lord Jesus as one who let the children come and learn and be.
What teacher will you be this year? May our good and gracious Lord bless you as you go forward this
year to teach His precious children.
Thank you.
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